It was undoubtedly one of the most complex and global conferences: the meeting last month in Bali to tackle greenhouse gas emissions lived up to its billing with moments of high drama. Representatives of 190 countries had gathered to map out future plans to tackle global warming, with the US delegation finally agreeing to join in the process at the thirteenth hour (see Hard bargaining, this issue R44-R45).
The world's nations have agreed a 'roadmap' towards limiting greenhouse gas emissions after 2012, when the current agreement reached in Kyoto expires. The eventual deal was hailed as 'an historic agreement by Britain's environment secretary, Hilary Benn. He said: "We have opened the doorway through which the whole of the world will step. The next two years will flow from that, but there's a strong commitment."
The UN secretary-general said: This is the beginning, not the end; we will have to engage in more complex, long and difficult negotiations." His intervention came as the strain was showing on many delegates. But many delegates and observers believed that the commitments are far too weak in the face of growing evidence of climate change.
"We are very concerned that there is so little progress," said Kete Ioane, environment minister of the Pacific
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Cook Islands. "We are merely asking for our survival: nothing more, nothing less."
Angus Friday, Grenada's ambassador to the UN and chair of the Alliance of Small Islands, many of which may be flooded as sea levels rise, said: "We are ending up with something so watered down there was no need for 12,000 people to gather here in Bali. We could have done it by email."
Much concern focused on the US which had objected to two proposals. One was the EU's suggestion to include a specific demand for industrial nations to cut emissions to 25-40 per cent below 1990 levels by 2020, which scientists have said are necessary to reduce the risks of damaging climate change. The other was to have no specific commitment from developing The relief at an agreement towards tackling global warming at last month's overrunning talks in Bali marks the start of even more difficult negotiations. Nigel Williams reports.
Tough climate roadmap begins
Tropical threats: Coastal environments like this in Bali are one of the most vulnerable to climate change. (Picture: Photolibrary.) nations, including India and China, to make mandatory cuts.
The outcome agreed by the US was no specific commitment to the 25-40 per cent cut, only a suggestion in a footnote, and no insistence on a commitment from developing nations.
While many welcomed the fact that the US was now on board the climate negotiations, environmental groups and many scientists warned that the agreement was weak and did not commit countries to the ambitious cuts required. And the US delegation were also quick to point out that, while Europe was saying much about climate change, it was doing much less. They argued that despite a pledge to cut emissions by 8 per cent by 2012 the 15 EU countries have cut emissions by only 2 per cent, and that in the last recorded year -2004-2005 -emissions rose.
The Bali roadmap is supposed to pave the way to further negotiations in Warsaw in December, shortly after the US election, but before the new president takes office. These negotiations will then lead towards a new treaty at Copenhagen next year, to give governments time to ratify it before the Kyoto protocol expires in 2012.
There was also agreement that rich countries should help poorer countries by sharing 'clean' low-carbon technology and by setting up a multi-million dollar fund to help them to adapt to climate change and to widen a future agreement to cover deforestation, which is blamed for one fifth of the world's rising carbon dioxide.
But there was widespread disappointment at the concessions made to the US to get its agreement, mostly over the lack of detail about any clear pledges. Russia, Japan and Canada also objected to key element of the deal. Russia is becoming an increasingly important exporter of fossil fuel, mostly gas, to Europe and beyond, and plans are under development for the exploitation of vast reserves of oil sands in Canada, which critics say could generate vast amounts of greenhouse gas emissions.
Nelson Muffuh, climate change policy analyst for the charity Christian Aid said: "We were expecting a roadmap and we've got one. But it lacks signposts and there is no agreed destination."
And while the policymakers discuss the roadmap, events and research continue to build the case for action. Shortly before the Bali meeting Cyclone Sidr hit Bangladesh with a timely show of the devastation such storms can bring and fears that their likelihood may increase with global warming.
And at the beginning of the month fresh concerns were raised about the ability of the vast boreal forest encircling the northern hemisphere from Russia and Europe to Canada and Alaska to absorb atmospheric carbon. Long considered to be a valuable sink for carbon emissions, new research suggests that, as the atmosphere has warmed over recent years, the transition from carbon sink during the summer to carbon source during the winter has changed, with the transition to source advancing earlier during the autumn. The results, published in Nature by a team led by Timo Vesala at the University of Helsinki, will prompt a rethink of climate change models. "This means potentially a bigger warming effect," he said.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which shared the Nobel Peace Prize with Al Gore, has concluded that humanity has eight years left to prevent the worst effects of global warming. Carbon uptake by land and sea is crucial to predictions about future warming. "We are currently getting a 50 per cent discount on the climatic impact of our fossil fuel emissions," says John Miller, a climate scientist at the University of Colorado in a commentary on the research in Nature -meaning that half of what we put out is taken up by the oceans and ecosystems on land. Many researchers are hoping that results such as these will help policymakers commit to the best possible roadmap to navigate climate change prospects.
It's a little hard to explain what I was doing in the hallway of a nearly deserted conference center in Bali at 3 a.m. Saturday, December 15. Partly I was hoping someone would emerge from a room at the Bali International Conference Center and surreptitiously fill me in on a deal that had been cemented there. Partly I was trying to bear in mind that, back in Washington, Friday afternoon deadlines were still looming. And partly I was too tired to think straight.
This was the fate of reporters covering the climate talks in Bali. While there was plenty of theater out on the sidewalk and in open sessions, the real deal was happening out of sight. Some of the action was taking place in closed 'contact groups' organized by the secretariat of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, but the even meatier deals were happening in darker recesses of the convention center and the adjoining hotel.
News coverage of the two-week conference focused mainly on the theater, which was deliberately staged for the 1400 registered journalists. We, in turn, were grateful for stories to file while we waited for the actual news to dribble out of the back rooms. As it turned out, the real action wouldn't take place until a day after the conference was supposed to be over.
We had lots of theatrics to choose from. Like the Pacific Islanders whom WWF paid to dress up as penguins. Or the kids wearing full-body polar bear suits (the organizers spent a lot of time reminding them to hydrate, lest they faint dead away in the 30-plus-degree heat). One of my favorites was a daily act staged by college students. After singing their "Fossil of the Day" theme song, they would dole out prizes to the countries who had done the most (in the eyes of environmental groups) to obstruct the talks.
Of course the biggest crowd pleaser was Al Gore, who flew in from Oslo, fresh from receiving his Nobel Peace Prize. He gave a stirring speech in which he awarded the United States first place in his version of "Fossil of the Day". Gore generated huge press coverage. He also generated some confusion among Europeans by suggesting that the negotiators should leave a blank space in the Bali Roadmap, to be Richard F. Harris describes his experience at the gathering of representatives from 190 countries at the UN climate change conference on the Indonesian island of Bali last month.
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